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The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) is commissioning a review of the causes of the socio-economic gap for 
educational attainment 

Background  
The EEF’s mission is to close the attainment gap that exists in English education. We support this mission through a 
combination of evidence generation, synthesis and dissemination.  

The aim of this review is to map the causal influences on disadvantaged pupils that contribute to the attainment gap 
between disadvantaged pupils and their more affluent peers.  

Over its first 10 years, the EEF has generated a huge amount of new, robust evidence of what does (and does not) 
make a difference in closing the gap. Some of the most impactful programmes we have funded – tutoring for 
disadvantaged pupils, early language programmes – have been successfully scaled through the school system.  

Big challenges remain, however, exacerbated by the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has highlighted once 
again the multiple and overlapping disadvantages faced by children and young people with low socio-economic status. 
We recognise, too, that while schools can make a real difference, their capacity is finite so we need to be even more 
rigorous in our prioritisation of which programmes and approaches we recommend. 

The output from this review will be used by the EEF to: 

- Continue to target research funding to respond to the barriers that disadvantaged pupils face or at
appropriate levers for improving their educational outcomes

- Identify where programmes that have been well-evidenced for general student populations might be 
transferable to disadvantaged pupils or where adaptation might be required in order to overcome particular
barriers for disadvantaged pupils or for particular subgroups of disadvantaged pupils

- Ensure that EEF’s policy recommendations, for example around Pupil Premium funding, consider the factors
that are most important to the learning of disadvantaged pupils.

Review scope 
Aim: to explore/ identify the causes of the socio-economic gap for educational attainment in the context of the 
English school system. 

The intended focus of this review is the causes of the socio-economic gap in attainment among 3-18 year-old 

children in England. The review should focus on socioeconomic disadvantage, including persistent disadvantage, and 

as part of this may include exploration of interactions between socioeconomic disadvantage and other 

characteristics (special educational needs, race, gender, young people in care). 

The focus of the review is on understanding the causes of the socio-economic attainment gap in England and the 

differences that schools can make, so we expect the review to predominantly focus on recent studies conducted in 

England. However, we are aware that there may be relevant studies conducted in other contexts (for example, 

across the OECD or cross-national research) that may contribute to our understanding of the disadvantage gap, 

particularly in areas where evidence from England may be limited. Research teams should outline whether and how 

they plan to include international literature in their review. It is expected that reviews will address the sociological, 

psychological and economic literatures in relation to social disadvantage and education.  
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The review is expected to begin with the development of a conceptual map giving an overview of possible factors that 
influence the attainment gap and to gradually narrow its focus to examine certain factors and their interactions in 
more detail. Developing a comprehensive overview of the factors that influence the attainment gap is necessary to 
capture the multitude of complex pathways through which socioeconomic disadvantage results in different 
attainment outcomes over time and for different subgroups. However, many of the factors identified in the early stage 
of the review may not be levers that the EEF can use (for example, welfare policy). We therefore expect the later 
stages of the review to focus on barriers and levers that are within the remit of the EEF to support the EEF to make 
strategic decisions on where to make the most effective research investment. The decision on which factors to 
prioritise in later stages of the review will be made in consultation with a working group from the EEF. 
 

Research questions 
What are the factors that influence the attainment outcomes of disadvantaged pupils compared to their more 
affluent peers? 
 
These are suggested questions. Research teams may want to suggest alternative question formulations that respond 
to the aims and outputs of the review. Some suggested potential sub-questions are listed below:  
 
1. What factors have been identified as influencing the socio-economic attainment gap? 

As discussed in the following section, we expect that it may be useful for research teams to develop a thematic 
framework in the early stages of the project against which factors can be classified. We expect that it would be 
relevant to include both risk and protective factors, and both factors that mediate the relationship between 
socioeconomic disadvantage and attainment, and those that moderate the relationship. This might include factors 
that widen the gap through benefitting high SES pupils for example school segregation or private tutoring.  
 

2. Which factors have the biggest influence on the socio-economic attainment gap? 
In answering this question, we are interested in understanding the intensity of associations at different life stages, 
as well as understanding how different factors accumulate or intersect over the life course to influence the 
attainment gap. 

3. How do different factors interact or cluster? 
This might take the form of one or more maps that identify potential causal pathways from socio-economic 
disadvantage to the attainment gap, and/or through a report that discusses interactions between factors in detail. 
Figure 1 and Figure 2 are a example maps of potential visualisations for illustrative purposes.  
 

4. Which are promising areas for the EEF to target its research funding at addressing? 
The aim of the research is to support the targeting of the EEF’s research agenda. Teams should consider which 
levers could be targeted by EEF research to make a positive difference in narrowing the attainment gap. For 
example, in school factors rather than systemic factors.  
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Figure 1. Example of a causal pathway (for illustrative purposes only and not based on evidence) 

 

Figure 2. Example of a causal map (for illustrative purposes only and not based on evidence) 

 

 

Review structure and suggested appropriate methodologies 
 
We would expect the review team to use a methodology that is comprehensive, transparent and pre-specified (e.g. 
systematic review). We are, however, open to a range of methodologies that answer the primary research question. 
If proposals include additional secondary research, they should articulate how this will add to the field and not 
duplicate existing evidence.  
 
To answer the research questions, the team is likely going to need to access both quantitative and qualitative literature 
from a variety of fields, so we would suggest a mixed-methods approach. Teams may consider a framework synthesis 
approach, where the team goes through multiple stages of the review, for example building a thematic framework 
and then indexing, charting, mapping, and interpreting studies to draw a causal map.  
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To answer the review question(s), we provisionally feel that the project should at the least have a stage in which 
factors are identified and indexed (e.g., through an evidence gap map), and a stage in which data is extracted (either 
from all or a specified subset of studies) in order to interpret and define the intensity of the associations of factors 
with the disadvantage gap and with each other. Where possible, iterative approaches should consider how they could 
feed into EEF strategy decisions prior to final publication.  
 
This review will primarily be used to inform future EEF strategy, and proposed methods should carefully consider how 
the articulated aims of the review will be accomplished. Depending on the methodology suggested, outputs might 
include: 
 

- Regular updates to an internal EEF working group focused on the causes of the disadvantage gap 
- An overall summary of findings aimed at EEF 
- An evidence map of factors identified during the research 
- A suggested map of causal pathways of factors that influence the attainment gap 
- An external publication summarising findings from the review 

 

Please note: we are open to proposals that use innovative approaches to answering the research questions that do 
not fit the suggested methodology or outputs.  
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Review process     
 
The successful team will engage closely with a working group at the EEF, and will have regular meetings to report 
findings and agree decisions on scope.  
 
If teams propose a systematic review, they will be expected to produce a publishable protocol. The protocol will 
outline the approach including research questions, clear inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as other criteria. These 
should include date and language, together with the approach to study identification, screening, data extraction, study 
appraisal and synthesis. The template for EEF protocols can be found here. The protocol will be reviewed by the EEF, 
two independent academic peer reviewers, and the guidance panel, before being published on the EEF website. Given 
the multiple components of the review, we recognise that the protocol may need to be updated as we progress. 
 
The team will agree a specified reporting template with the working group at the EEF. If the output is a review, this 
will likely be through the review reporting template, which can be found here.  
 
Timeline 
We envisage the timeline outlined below but are open to discussing the time required to complete the project. Ideally, 
presuming a July 2021 start, we would expect to have a draft review by June 2022, to be finalised by July 2022. 
However, there is room for flexibility, and we welcome proposals that can justify a longer or shorter timeframe. A 
proposed timeline is reported below: 
 

Activity Proposed timeframe 

Appointment of research team and guidance panel July 2021 
First meeting with working group August 2021 

Protocol agreed August 2021 

Conduct review September 2021 – June 2022 

First draft shared with EEF June 2022 
Publication of final review July 2022 

 
We would like teams to propose an appropriate way of phasing this work. This should include key decision 
points to inform the next phase of the review. We would expect a realistic timeline to be outlined, with progress 
reviews built into the proposal. 
 
Appointment process 
If you would like to be considered to undertake the review, please send a brief outline describing your proposed 
approach. Please also include an overview of your relevant skills and experience, and an estimated budget.  
 
We are looking for proposals that can demonstrate: an understanding of the existing literature and evidence base on 
disadvantage and attainment; experience and expertise in conducting the proposed review methodology: a suitable 
research design. If you do not have all these areas of expertise, we encourage and welcome bids where 
organisations partner with other teams and individuals. We would expect multi-disciplinary teams to work together 
through a carefully planned, iterative and coordinated approach. This would be planned out systematically.  
 
Bids will be judged on the experience of the team in conducting similar research, appropriateness of the design for 
answering the research questions and value for money. While it is often difficult to judge the number of studies that 
will be retrieved from any search process, we ask teams to produce costings that estimate the cost of extracting data 
from 50, 100, and 150, to meet the timeline specified. We also ask that teams reflect a phased approach in the budget 
breakdown. We propose a maximum budget of £120,000. However, we do have some flexibility, and we are open to 
alternative design features that can be costed separately. Please do let us know if you think the budget range 
suggested here requires revising. We also recognise that the available budget may limit this research study and would 
welcome the research team to highlight areas that may need to be reduced in scope.  
 
Proposals should be no more than 4,000 words, excluding references and budget. If you have any questions, please 
contact Jonathan Kay at Jonathan.kay@eefoundation.org.uk. Please send your proposal to  
Jonathan.kay@eefoundation.org.uk by 12th July 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-reviews/review-resources/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-reviews/review-resources/
mailto:Jonathan.kay@eefoundation.org.uk
mailto:Jonathan.kay@eefoundation.org.uk
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